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Summary: Subaru toppled over like a ragdoll and didn’t get up again. But Joshua didn't 
have time to panic before whoever had grabbed him shoved him, head first, into the 
nearest wall. It hurt, but only for a second. Only until the spots in the corner of his 
vision took over and fell like a curtain over his eyes. 


*Chapter 1*: need a breather 


Joshua was not, not in the slightest, a hateful person. There were so few people he 
hated, or even disliked. No, one thing he was would be unlucky. Because of all the 
people he liked, of all the people he respected, he had to be stuck with one of those 
rare cases. 


“Seriously?” huffed Natsuki Subaru, walking beside him at a closer distance than 
Joshua would have liked. "I get I’m not the best at all this political stuff, but why’d they 
have to stick me with you?” 


The feeling was mutual. Very much so. 

Joshua frowned. “Hmf. You should be honoured my brother trusts you." 

He reminded both himself and the strange excuse for a knight that walked next to him 
of why, exactly, they were stuck together. Although, he supposed, the effect of the 
reminder on the two of them was rather different. For Joshua, it was a reminder that 
someone with much better judgement had determined Subaru to be a suitable 
companion for the day. For Subaru, as he soon proved, it was simply a reminder that 
he'd been excluded. 

"Trusts me to be immature, more like..." he grumbled. 

His eyes shifted to look past Joshua's shoulder: "Hey, is that guy side-eyeing us? No?" 
Joshua shook his head. 

"No,” he repeated. "So what do we do, here? Just—wander around?" 

He was like a child. 

"| don’t see what you and | could possibly do if not wander. You don’t seem like the 
type who would share any of my interests,” said Joshua. He meant it. He meant every 
word. Subaru was barely literate. 

But that nuance seemed to go over his head: "Yeah, because | bet all of your interests 
are really boring..." he teased, but his grin fell into a frown. "Okay, no, I’m supposed to 


be the bigger man here. What are your oh-so-prestigious interests, Joshua?" he asked, 
with a smile about three sizes too wide plastered across his cheeks. 


Joshua couldn’t help but squint. That kind of nicety, coming from Natsuki Subaru, 
directed at a Euclius, could only be defined as... 


"Suspicious," he murmured. 

Subaru threw his hands out and sputtered indignantly: "How is that suspicious? I’m 
trying to be nice! | can be nice! It’s the eyes, isn’t it? You shouldn’t judge people by how 
they look!" 


That rant was just sad. 


"Your eyes are a compliment to your attitude." Joshua clarified, "It isn’t your 
appearance. It works in reverse." 


Subaru frowned. "That’s just rude." 


"| don’t have an obligation to lie to you to spare your feelings." Joshua puffed his chest 
proudly, only to immediately regret it when his lungs gave a hiss of protest. He 
composed himself and added: "Besides, my brother seems to think that is the only trait 
we share. We might as well admit it now." 


For some strange reason, he seemed offended at that notion. 


"Julius thinks I’m rude?" he squeaked, but it only took one passing thought for him to 
change his mind. He shrugged. "Yeah, that’s—fair. Whatever. We can’t entertain 
ourselves for a whole day by just being rude to each other." 


Joshua looked away. When he looked back, he caught Subaru glancing over his 
shoulder. A glance of his own revealed the exact same man Subaru had pointed out 
earlier. 


He felt a twinge of anxiety, but it would take a lot more than someone taking the same 
road as them to get him to admit it. He turned his eyes away from the man and back to 
Subaru. 


"| don’t know what else | could do." He sighed, "I don’t know this part of town. It’s 
unusual for them to hold meetings in this particular location, and I’ve never really gone 
along with them when they did." 


He vaguely remembered one of his brother's friends mentioning that they needed to 
change location for security reasons. Perhaps he should have asked what they meant. 
He regretted not looking into it—no, he scolded himself, it was fine. 


He was saved from any more worrying by his most recent headache. 


"Don’t ask me—I just go where Emilia-tan does." He shrugged. Met with silence, he 
leaned towards Joshua a little and asked, as innocently as he could manage: "So 
Julius doesn’t let you come to all of the meetings?" 


Joshua felt his face flush. "It isn’t like that! | simply have... other things to do. Yes,” he 
blurted out. It took him a moment to compose himself again. He adjusted his monocle: 
"Besides, my presence isn’t always required." 

Subaru gave him a sympathetic look that verged just a little too much on mocking for 
his taste. "Ah, I’ve been there." He sighed, patting Joshua's back twice. His hands were 


clammy, he could feel it even through his shirt and waistcoat. "Tis the life of the 
awkward young shut-in..." he added, and Joshua wanted to slap his hand away. 


"Do not touch me," he said, instead, like an adult, "Your hands are sweaty." 

Subaru scoffed: "Hey! | can’t control that! I’m nervous, okay?" 

Yes, he could tell. His glances over his shoulder had significantly increased in 
frequency over their brief conversation, and a bead of sweat was slowly forming on his 


forehead. 


"Why are you nervous?" he asked, almost sincerely: "Does it have anything to do with 
that man you keep staring at when you think I’m not looking?" 


Subaru paused. "When | think you’re—nevermind," he muttered. "Yeah, a little bit. He 
looks sketchy. Those eyes..." 


Oh, the irony, thought Joshua. 


"Remind me again, what did you say earlier about not judging people from their 
appearance alone?" he questioned, sarcastically. 


It had the intended effect. 
"Ack! My own words, used against me! | can’t defend against that!" whined Subaru. 


"Of course not. Although, | admit... it is... unnerving, how he keeps taking the same 
turns as us." 


Subaru frowned. "Exactly. | don’t want to be mugged here for the—third time? Sixth 
time? How am | supposed to count that...?" 


Joshua thought he had misheard. That, or Subaru had the worst sense of humour he'd 
ever encountered. 


"W...what?" he stuttered, but Subaru dismissed his concerns. 


"It’s nothing." He shook his head. "Yeah, let’s try to get somewhere safer. Can’t hurt, 
right? I’ve got a streak going and | don’t fancy breaking it." 


As much as Subaru’s poor excuse for a joke had unnerved him, the man's eyes on his 
back unnerved him more. Unconsciously, he drifted a little closer to Subaru. "I... good 
idea." 


He looked around and his heart sank. "| can’t see any place to go, though. We would 
still be within eyeshot." 


Subaru gritted his teeth. "You’re right, all of these buildings are...equally sketchy. And | 
don’t really want to go down any of those alleys..." 


"What do we do?" Joshua tried to ask, but it came out like a wheeze. 


Subaru reached for the whip tied at his belt. His other hand reached, unconsciously, for 
Joshua, but he seemed to stop himself at the last moment: "Go back the way we 
came?" he suggested. Quietly, but not enough that Joshua couldn't hear it, he 
pondered: "This would be easier if Beako was here...No, it’s probably nothing." 


It wasn’t nothing. The man was staring directly at them. Walking back didn't sound 
appealing at all. 


"That would mean walking right past him. | don’t like that idea," he protested. 


Subaru smiled, the kind of smile that suggested he'd rather pull his own tooth out than 
follow that plan, but, as he pointed out: "Got a better one?" 


"No..." Joshua admitted, quietly. 


He must have seen the look on his face, because he immediately pulled his smile even 
more and tried his best (frankly, insufficient) at reassuring him: "Hey, it'll be fine." He 
said, "I'll walk in between you and him. He'll have to get through me first!" 


"That is not reassuring!" Joshua exclaimed. It really wasn't. He'd prefer it if the man 
simply could not get through either of them. 


Subaru did not seem to understand that. 


"Again, my attempts at being nice are shot down!" he lamented, "Whatever. I’m still 
doing it. C’mon, let’s go." 


What could he do? He nodded. He nodded, and considered how easy it would be to 
catch up to him in a run. How easy it would be to grab him, small as he was. 


As they walked back, quickly, he did everything in his power to keep his eyes off the 
suspicious man. He would not admit it, not anytime soon, but Subaru’s presence, a wall 
between him and the man, was the most welcome it had ever been. And the way he 
shifted to always stand between them, so that there was no way the man could reach 
Joshua without getting to him first, was almost endearing. 


But they hadn’t considered one thing. 


No kidnapper would try to take on two people alone. 


That, however, didn’t occur to them, not until the man spun on his heel, just as they 
were passing him. He aimed for Subaru’s wrist, the one holding the whip, and Subaru 
had the reflexes to pull it out of reach, but the man wasn't deterred. He attacked 
quickly, at close range, giving Subaru no chance to even unfurl the whip. He got one hit 
in, smacking the man across the forehead, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Subaru glanced 
back at him with panic in his eyes. 


"Go, go, go!" he shouted at Joshua, and he would have. Really, he would have. 


If only he hadn’t been grabbed from behind a split second later. One hand over his 
mouth, the other squeezing his arm so tightly he thought it would come off, someone 
lifted him just a few inches off the ground. 


Through a panicked haze, he could just barely see the man landing a devastating hit to 
Subaru’s temple. 


Subaru toppled over like a ragdoll and didn’t get up again. But Joshua didn't have time 
to panic before whoever had grabbed him shoved him, head first, into the nearest wall. 


It hurt, but only for a second. Only until the spots in the corner of his vision took over 
and fell like a curtain over his eyes. 


*Chapter 2*: loose-tongued 


Subaru’s head was throbbing. That was the first thing he noticed. 


The second was that his wrists were aching. The third was that he couldn’t move. It 
was around that point that Subaru came to the conclusion that he was definitely, 100%, 
without-a-doubt tied up. 


“Shit,” he groaned, blinking open his eyes. Wherever he was was pretty dim, which was 
great because Subaru’s head was pounding like a jackhammer. He squinted around. 


It was a big shack of some sort—nothing too fancy. A warehouse, maybe, with some 
big, badly-boarded up windows letting light filter through. 


Subaru was sitting in a chair, which was nice. There was a wooden table in front of him, 
and a random tub of water, and when Subaru twisted his head around he could see, 
out of the corner of his eye, Joshua bound in his own chair against the wall. It was the 
most cliche kidnapping setting Subaru could’ve asked for—all it was missing was the 
single dingy lightbulb. 


It was not missing the two thugs looming menacingly in the corner. Hooray. 
“Hey,” Subaru croaked. He cleared his throat. “Hey, you.” 


One of the thugs shifted forwards. A dusty beam of light fell across his familiar face. He 
had a welt across his face from where Subaru had gotten him with his whip. Subaru 
grinned. 


“That was quick,” the thug with the welt commented. Subaru decided to call him One, 
because fancy names were for people Subaru cared about. 


It sounded more intimidating to say | was kidnapped by Alexander the Bonecrusher 
than | was kidnapped by One, though.... Nah. Subaru was going with One. He’d just 
clarify that it was the word One and not the numeral 7, if anyone asked. One was 
cooler than 7. 


Subaru should probably respond to his kidnappers. “Yeah,” he said, “I’ve got a lot of 
experience being on the edge of death.” He smiled. “And this ain’t it, buddy. Who are 
you and what do you want? 


One stalked forward, clearly attempting to be intimidating. Unfortunately for him, 
Subaru didn’t care. “Drop out of the royal election,” One growled. “You and your elf 
bitch. And the purple ones, too.” 


Subaru’s smile morphed into a frown. “You dare call Emilia-tan a bitch to my face?” 
Whoops, that was a little harsh. Deep breaths, Subaru. “Il don’t have any control over 
what she and Anastasia do, asshole. And even if | did | wouldn't tell her to drop out 
because some random thug got his panties in a twist over it.” 


One smiled. It was nowhere near as freaky as Elsa’s, but it was a good try. “Watch your 
tongue, boy. Do | look like I’m joking?” 


Subaru was getting bored with this. Did these thugs seriously kidnap him just to 
threaten him over something he had no control over? Assholes. “Your face looks like a 
joke.” 


Now it was One’s turn to take deep breaths. He turned to his fellow thug. “Looks like we 
nabbed a chatty one,” he said, obviously trying really hard to be scary. “This should be 
fun.” 


The second thug spoke up, low: “Wonder if he’ll scream.” Subaru decided to call this 
one Two, because creativity required effort. 


“These ones always do,” One said with zeal. “But calm down, ‘kay? Too early for that.” 


Two rumbled like an elephant or a hippopotamus or some other large and unflattering 
animal. Subaru’s headache hadn't quite gone away, okay? His creativity was still 
stunted. Sure, Two was actually pretty small and skinny, but the rumbling simile still 
stood. 

“Fine,” Two finally said. 


“Too early for what?” Subaru called over. “Don’t be so keen to exclude me! Don't invite 
a guest to your house and then shun them!” 


“A guest, eh?” One laughed. “That’s a funny way to call yourself. Maybe we tied you 
down too tight. You ain’t getting much blood to your head, looks like.” 


Two shifted back and forth on the balls of her feet. Subaru eyed her. Even in the low 
lighting he could see how she’d visibly perked up at that comment. 


Great. Another sadist. 


Subaru could deal, though. He’d had practice. “You’re right, no hosts would be this 
rude. So?” 


“So,” One drawled, “I was gonna wait until both of you were with us to ask you politely, 
but you don’t seem too keen on listening to me. I'll ask again. Drop out of the royal 
selection.” 


Subaru laughed. He couldn't help it. “Or what?” 
“We'll start with your toes,” Two said. 
One leaned forward. He winked and whispered, “She is very creative.” 


Subaru stared at them for a moment. “Torture?” he checked. “Me?” One nodded, with 
an expression that suggested he was doubting Subaru’s mental facilities. 


Subaru leaned back in his chair. “... That’s a new one. Yeah, I'll pass.” 

One huffed. “You'll pass, alright.” 

Two laughed, high-pitched. 

Subaru just sighed. He really did not want to deal with this. 

He let his gaze wander, hoping there was something he could use to get out of here. 
The room was remarkably bare, besides the table and the random bucket of water and 


—Joshua, still unconscious and tied up in the corner. 


“Guess I'll just wait for the rest to show up,” Subaru decided to himself. “...Beako’s 
going to have to notice that something’s wrong when we don’t come back to the 
meeting.” 


One cleared his throat. “So, would you like to say something?” 
“Try your best, assholes.” Subaru stuck out his tongue. 


“| hate it when people do that,” One purred. Subaru wasn’t the best at reading people, 
but he was fairly certain that One did not actually hate it when people did that. 


Two pulled a large butcher’s knife off of her belt. Radiating genuinity, she said, “I don’t.” 
Subaru was almost a little impressed. Mostly freaking out, because wow, knife, but also 


a little impressed. “What’re you planning on doing with that, there?” he asked. “Looks a 
little too big for you.” 


One grabbed Subaru’s chair and roughly pushed him over. 


“Ouch,” Subaru said as he thunked against the floor. He blinked static out of his eyes. 
His head pounded. 


Someone grabbed his foot, and then the pain started. 

Hacking. 

That’s what it was. 

Not slicing or chopping or cutting—no, they were hacking off his toes. Sawing at one at 
a time, and the knife was so cold and not very sharp, not really, but Two—that’s who it 
had to be—was putting enough effort into it that it—it didn’t matter. 

Subaru wanted to move. He did—he tried—the ropes were biting into his wrists with 
that aching-stabbing purple-bruise pain and it was almost comforting, hot and friction- 
burn warm— 

The knife was so cold. The air— 

Subaru stared up at the ceiling. His eyes were watering. 

Ah, the knife wasn’t cold anymore. Blood warmed everything up. 


The ceiling—it was so boring and monotonous— 


Subaru wasn’t screaming. This was nothing. Really. He’d been through so so so much 
worse. He’d— 


Something thumped onto the ground beside him. 

He turned his head slowly to look at it. 

Ah. 

His toe. 

Subaru was choking, now. 

The pain didn’t stop. It throbbed and he couldn’t— 

He wasn't going to throw up. Nausea swelled but he wasn’t going to throw up, because 
he was staring up, and he would have to choke on his own vomit, and he’d had that 
happen one too many times, and he wasn’t going to throw up. 

Stare at the ceiling. Count the rafters. Count the spots blooming in his eyes. 
Subaru was crying, too, now. 

Panting. 

Whining, like a dog. A pathetic dog. 


Not screaming, though. He wasn’t going to scream either. This was nothing. This 
wasn’t going to make him scream. 


At some point, the grip on his foot loosened. The sawing stopped. 
“Hm,” Two grunted. 


“Stumped?” One asked. His laughter was muffled by the cotton in Subaru’s ears. 
“Already?” 


Slowly Two said, “...thought he’d be screaming already.” 


Subaru gulped down a breath. His foot throbbed. “This is—” He was feeling cold. His 
voice wasn’t cracking, though. He let his mouth twitch up into a smile. “—Little—little 
kid stuff.” 

Two grunted. Subaru craned his neck, but couldn’t see her. He let his head fall back. 


“Nah,” One dismissed. “Let’s switch it up.” 


“Isn't there supposed to be, like—an—an order to this?” Subaru croaked. Speaking 
took—lots of effort. 


“We're experimenting,” One explained. “We'll have it down by the time we get to your 
buddy.” 


Two yanked the chair abruptly, and Subaru slammed back upright. His blood rushed 
away from his head—his head pounded—his foot—fuck, his foot— 


Focus. “Thinking—thinking of him when I’m—right here?” Subaru managed. “O—ouch.” 
“Waterboarding, maybe?” One mused. 

Two smiled. 

“Waterboarding it is.” One smiled back. 


Subaru licked his lips. He wanted to bite them. It was such a stupid urge. He was 
hurting enough already. He shifted his arms around until the rope was tugging against 
the skin it'd opened already. It felt like control. Subaru’s voice was almost steady when 
he said, “This’ll—be a new o-one.” 


One didn’t respond. He shoved the tub into place and grabbed the back of Subaru’s 
chair—it was a little embarrassing how easily the two thugs were able to push Subaru 
over so easily, really—and suddenly Subaru was up close and personal with the wa— 
He couldn't breathe. 

Up. 

Shit. 


Subaru gasped and choked and there was metallic water in his eyes and his mouth 
and his nose and ears and— 


Everywhere, all around him, he couldn’t breathe— 

Up. 

Rinse and repeat. 

Through blurry eyes, Subaru saw— 

—Joshua— 

—he moved. 

Fuck. 

“How about now?” One demanded, holding Subaru up and away from the water. 


Subaru was cold. Very very cold. Shivering. He was shivering, right? Yeah. What was 
the question? There was a question, right? 


“Changed your mind about anything now?” On repeated impatiently. 


Subaru tried to say something. All that came out was water. He tried again, and it was 
just an awful wheezing noise. One more time: “N-not really.” He shivered, spastic and 
full-bodied. “...fucking ha-hate the cold...” 


His gaze skittered over to Joshua. Joshua’s eyes were wide open and glossy in the 
gloom. He was shaking, just a little bit. 


Subaru wanted to smile at him. To say, /t’s all going to be okay. 
Better not to, though. Better not to draw attention to Joshua. 


Subaru was so cold. His foot had faded into a background throbbing. He could hear his 
own every breath, wet and sputtering. 


One sighed. “Rough ‘im up. He’s a knight, right? He’s probably never been in a real 
brawl.” 


Subaru wheezed again. 

Two smiled. 

Then she punched him. Right in the face. 
Fuck. 


Now it was blood in his mouth, too, with the water—hot and cold. Iron. It was hard to 
tell the difference. Blood wasn’t much thicker than water, not when it came down to it, 
and they both tasted the same—oh, the irony. 


Another punch. 


Two started getting fancy. A kick, straight to the ribs. Something snapped. Multiple 
somethings. Ribs. Subaru’s chair fell over. 


Two hauled him back up. 

Now Subaru really couldn’t breathe. 
There was a thump. 

Subaru looked over. 

It was Joshua. He knocked over his chair. 
One looked over at Joshua. “—oh?” 


Subaru couldn’t breathe. No. This couldn’t—He was not going to let Joshua get hurt. 
He gasped, “—no. Hey—” 


Joshua shifted around in his chair. His eyes were wide and glassy and dazed. He 
shook his head, once, to himself, and when he looked back up he was glaring. 


He was trying to act brave, Subaru could see. Subaru stared at Joshua, hard, and 
shook his head, and it made his teeth ache, his—his everything ache, but that—Subaru 
was not going to let Joshua get hurt. 


“What do you think—you're doing?” Joshua demanded. The defiance in his voice 
almost hid his fear. 


“Welcome back to the land of the living!” One cooed, trotting over to Joshua. He 
stopped and tapped his nose. “Well. This place is more like hell, for you.” 


Two kicked at Subaru’s shin. It jostled his foot. Subaru hissed. 


“Who are you?” Joshua asked roughly. 


“Nobody important,” One dismissed. His voice softened—sweetened. “We just have 
one little favor to ask of you, alright? Get your little purple-haired buddies to drop out of 
the election. You can do that for us, right?” 


Joshua barely hesitated. “They aren't going to do that.” 


Relief crashed over Subaru in a wave. Or maybe it was blood loss? Either way, he 
suddenly felt tingly and floaty. He grinned. “See? He can’t help you. And he’s got even 
less—less—less sway than |—I do.” 


Joshua raised his chin. “Me being here is going to change nothing.” 


“Your little inferiority complexes are sweet,” One said, “but not what we're looking for.” 
He turned to Two and flicked his wrist toward Joshua. “Try the other one.” 


“The purple one?” Two checked. 


The relief or—whatever it was—drained away just as quickly as it'd come. Subaru 
jerked his hands against the rope. “Fuck—no, didn’t you—didn’t you hear—” he 
wheezed, “—hear him?” His voice listed up high and loud at the end. 


“Oh, | heard him. | heard you, too.” One smiled, delighted. “It's funny, this is the first 
time your voice has cracked. Why is that, | wonder?” 


Subaru froze. “Maybe my voice cracked be-beca—because you've been torturing me?” 
“Maybe,” One said. He turned back to Two. “Either way, go ahead.” 


Two smiled cheerfully. She hefted Joshua and his chair up easily and carried him over 
the table, and dropped him down ungracefully right next to the water bucket. 


“Hey—hey, hey, no—’ Subaru said, wriggling in his binds. “I thought—’ His voice broke, 
watery. “I thought | was the one—that you wanted, right? Right?” 


“Right.” One nodded. “We've also been getting nowhere with you.” He sighed. “I hoped 
it wouldn't come to this, really, but...” 


“Knife or waterboarding?” Two asked eagerly. 


“No, no, no, didn’t you want to experiment? Right?” Subaru gasped. He—he could take 
it. Joshua—Subaru was not letting Joshua get hurt. Not when Subaru— 


He caught Joshua’s eyes. Joshua looked terrified, under his thin veneer of bravery. 
Terrified and confused. 


Subaru was not going to let Joshua get hurt. Please, not when Subaru was here—not 
when Subaru could be the one getting hur— 


“Honestly, | don't know how much more experimentation you can take, buddy.” One 
smiled, smug and gleeful. Subaru hated him, suddenly. “Of course, you could have 
stopped this at any time, but—what was that? You don't have sway?” 


The words flowed out of Subaru, and they tasted like iron. “Yeah, | can—I can take a lot 
more experimentation, promise, it won’t—fuck, yeah, maybe I'll remember something, 
okay, yeah, | lied, but you’re—he’s still useless, okay? He said—he’s not even—not 
even invited to most meetings, can you—can you believe that? I—I am, I—I go 
wherever Emilia—Emilia-tan goes, promise, pinky promise, cross my heart and hope to 
die—” 


He was talking fast. Too fast. His voice gave out and he doubled over and his ribs 
stabbed into each other, into his lungs, with a bright white-lavender sort of pain, and he 
coughed and he coughed and he coughed— 


“Well,” One drawls, “makes sense. But, you know, just getting close to the kid seemed 
to jog your memory... Anything else?” 


Subaru was still coughing and the breaths he sucked in were loud and red-tinged and 

he could feel it, the blood-water drooling out of his mouth, but he had to answer so he 

hacked it up and out and straightened and said, “With Joshua—? Nah—nah, nah, he’s 
—useless, completely useless— “ 


Fuck, he shouldn’t have done that—He couldn’t cough anymore. His ribs ached too 
much. He stilled himself, forcibly, and then sat there and shook with tremors as his 
lungs tried to push the last of the water out. 


He wasn’t cold anymore. 


“Mh, is he?” One asked rhetorically. “That face of his looks familiar. Maybe when | send 
your head back, I'll add a little note for the other one, mh? Wanna see how fast he 
shows up?” 


Subaru could see as Joshua’s eyes widened and his face paled. Joshua was shaking, 
too. 


Subaru wasn’t going to let Joshua get hurt. He wasn’t going to let Julius get hurt, if he 
could help it. “Kill me—are you threatening to kill me?” Subaru stammered. He blinked. 
Giddy, vicious glee welled up in broken chest, in his raw throat, in his voice. No—tamp 
it down—because yes, that would solve everything, wouldn’t it? “You’re—threatening to 
kill me?” 


“If you insist you're useless, | don't see why not,” One said, watching Subaru closely. “If 
you'd prefer, | can send you back alive, so you can get the message back. “ 


Subaru nodded. This time he didn’t care about the pain. Was he smiling? He hoped 
not. “Ye—yeah, don’t kill me, I’m very important, please don’t kill me—don’t kill me—” 


Two’s brows furrowed as she squinted as Subaru. “Is...?” 


One seemed almost impressed. “I... have never seen a worse liar. What's the matter, 
buddy? Is the pain getting to you after all?” 


Two scowled. “Cowardly.” 


“—the—the pain?” Subaru wheezed. “Yeah, yeah, sure, it’s—fuck.” He was definitely 
smiling now. “Yeah, okay, kill me, pretty please.” 


“No!” The word exploded out of Joshua. He rocked, wild-eyed, in his chair. 
“Hush, you,” One said. He focused on Subaru. “Well, you're... interesting.” 


Interesting! Subaru could work with that! “Right, right, wanna see my insides? I’m a— 
I’m a coward, definitely, and they’re—they’re—about the same as most others, actually 
—but that doesn’t—they’re very warm, you know, Bowel Hunter Seal of Approval, great 
rabbit food—’ He’d started shivering again, but he was grinning wide. This is perfect. 
Why hadn't he tried to do this earlier? “—and look, they're right here for sale—for free!” 


Joshua was visibly appalled and uncomprehending. Sweet boy. “What are you doing? 
You can't—you can't die here! You can’t—” 


“S—sorry you had to see this,” Subaru apologised sincerely, “but—it’s all going to be 
okay, see? We’ll—take a—a different path—fuck—” 


“Wow. Well. Okay. Let's not kill you. | don’t trust that,” One decided. No. He turned to 
Two. “Sorry. Try waterboarding again.” 


Two made a disgruntled sound, looking at the knife in her hand. 


“No no no you can still—still mess around with me, right?” Subaru—Subaru needed to 
die, he needed to start over—He focused on Two. “Knives—you like knives— and 
screaming, | can do that—lots of screaming—” 


“Don’t touch him,” One said sharply. “I don’t trust this. Maybe he's got a divine 
protection or something.” 


“Nope, nope, none of those, no—” Subaru denied desperately. His shivers were getting 
worse. 


“You aren't helping your case, you know that, right?” One asked. To Two, he said, 
“Hang on a second, will you? Maybe he's changed his mind.” 


Two huffed and looked away, crossing her arms. 


One laughed with a self-deprecating tone. “Sorry. This one's confusing. If he insists, 
you get to use the knife, okay?” 


The knife? Yes, Subaru was fine with the knife—Two could use it on him, definitely— “1 
—I insist, really—” 


“Perfect.” One smiled. “Go on, buddy.” 


Two smiled back sweetly. Then she grabbed Joshua’s chair and pushed him forward 
into the water tub. 


“Wait—what—no no no—” Subaru was the one who was supposed to be hurt—no no 
this was all wrong— 


Two smiled wider. 


Joshua was heaving for breath after two dunks, and his face was turning pale-pale-pale 
by two, and by three dunks he wasn’t struggling at all—he was just panting for breath 
with a desperate intensity. 


Asthma, Subaru remembered. 
“Hm.” Two jostled Joshua like a doll. “Not good.” 
“?’m—l’m plenty more fun, definitely—” Subaru said, high and reedy. 


“Oops,” One said casually. “Looks like | picked the wrong method. My bad. Just... draw 
some blood, or whatever. “ 


—oh. Oh no. The knife—that wasn’t for Subaru at all, was it. No no no no— 


Two smiled delightedly. She pulled a different knife off of her belt—a thinner one. She 
dragged Joshua’s chair over to the table. She untied him and yanked one arm onto the 
table, then tied up his other arm with brutal efficiency. 


She drew the knife down Joshua’s arm. His blood looked so bright against his wet, too- 
pale skin, and it ran with the water that sloughs off of him. Joshua squirmed. His 
movements were sluggish and his eyes were glazed. 

He still wasn’t breathing right. 

“Fuck,” Subaru said, hoarse, “can’t—can’t you—I| promise, please, I’m—please—” 
“You promise what?” One asked leadingly. 


Two started drawing patterns in red on Joshua’s skin. 


One wanted something, right? Subaru could give it to him, right? Something— 
something about getting Emilia-tan to drop out—yeah, Subaru would promise him that, 


if that’s what it would take to get him to stop— “I’ll—I'll get her to drop out, yeah—or— 
or—you can—you can do whatever you want—to me—” 


“Mhm, and what about the other one?” One sounded so calm. How was he so calm? 
Subaru hated him. “I don't suppose she'll listen to you.” 


“Yes, yeah, she’ll—I can convince her—she'll listen to me—” 
“You aren't very convincing. You know that?” 

Subaru hated him. “Yeah | fucking know—” 

That was too much. He started coughing again. 

“Hm... you know, maybe there is a solution,” One said. 
Subaru gulped down air. “—Y—Yeah?” 


“Yeah,” One said. “You convince your half-devil girl, and you get me the other one's 
knight, you can walk out right now.” 


Across from Subaru, something sparked in Joshua’s eyes. Fear, or disgust, or concern, 
or—Subaru didn’t know. 


No. That was it. Subaru was done waiting and begging. He held One’s gaze. “Fuck 


you. 

Subaru bit off his own tongue. 

One’s eyes widened. “Shit—!” 

Two blinked. “He’s—?” She stopped poking at Joshua. 

Subaru grinned at them, bloody. He couldn't breathe. His vision started to go staticky. 
One snarled, pissed. Too bad for him. Fuck him. Subaru hated him. “Oh, no, you don't.” 


One strode over to Subaru and grabbed him by the chin. Something tingly and cool 
rushed along Subaru’s jaw, into his mouth, on his tongue—his tongue— 


One forced open Subaru’s jaw and reached into his mouth and pulled out the bloody 
chunk of severed tongue. He rocked Subaru forward and the blood spilled out of his 
mouth. 


One shoved Subaru back upright, hand still on his jaw. 


Subaru gasped and gasped and gasped—his chin was warm with his own blood—his 
tongue was—he had his tongue back—no— 


One had fucking healing magic. 
No. 
Subaru couldn’t—couldn’t— 


He looked around wildly. Something—there had to be something—a distraction, just 
enough for Subaru to kill himself— 


Bare walls, shadows, Julius— 
Julius? 
—dJulius was here? 


Fuck. 


*Chapter 3*: headstrong 


Subaru had just vomited out a mouthful of blood. That was bad enough that Julius had 
considered coming out of hiding to assist him, but it didn’t appear to be necessary quite 
yet. 

Charging in blindly would be a foolish move. Possibly the last he'd ever make, in fact, 
and he wasn’t going to let two thugs murder him right then and there, in front of his 
brother and his friend. 

It was only the man's healing magic that had convinced him to stay hidden. 


And, speaking of the man, there he was, staring coldly at Subaru. The temperature 
seemed to drop as he finally let go of his jaw and asked him: "Now, what was that?" 


Subaru looked scared. It was a rare sight, and never a good one, to see him so 
frightened, and yet somehow, Subaru still managed to slow his erratic breathing. 


Blood dripped down his chin freely, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
"I..." he stuttered, "You weren’t—I decided to hurry things up." 


His voice was raspy. Julius made a mental note to check the functioning of his lungs 
later. 


The way the man stared at him was scary. Julius didn’t even need to see his face to 
know the man was angry, and he'd prefer that anger never see the light of day. 
Especially when Subaru was so close to him and had no way to defend himself. 


Joshua, too, was in no position to defend himself. Julius’ gaze lingered on Joshua 
before he forced himself to look away. Julius couldn’t make his move—not yet. 


"We aren't done," said the man, condescendingly. "You didn’t give me a proper answer, 
earlier." 


Answer. Right. The last thing he'd asked Subaru. 


Julius’s heart gave a squeeze. Would they really trade his friends for him? If there were 
no other options, could he trust the kidnappers to honour that promise? 


Never mind that. He wouldn't have a choice, if that were the case. 
Subaru's eyes flickered to Julius again, and he almost flinched. 
Don't look at me, he silently pleaded. Subaru took the hint and looked back at the man. 


"What—what would—what’s your plan?" Subaru asked. Baiting him into speaking, 
perhaps? That could work. 


"Well," sighed the man, "since you're not so influential, as you so insist, it looks like we 
might have to get someone who is." 


"And—you think | can get you that someone?" 


Subaru sounded calm. That, unfortunately, could mean a number of things, ranging 
from excellent acting to blood loss, and none of them were particularly reassuring. 


"| think you can. | think you would," the man encouraged. He poked, gently, at Subaru's 
weak spots, but it wasn’t going to work. Unfortunately, as things were, Subaru wasn't 
going to sell Julius out. Julius wouldn't be able to trade himself for Subaru and Joshua. 
But, maybe, if Subaru could pretend for long enough... 


"And you'’ll—you’ll—you'll let him go?" Subaru prodded, jerking his chin in Joshua's 
direction. Julius closed his eyes for just a split second, trying to distance himself from 
that little voice that promised him Subaru was going to point at him any second. It 
wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. If it could have guaranteed Subaru and Joshua's 
safety, he would have stepped out himself. 


The man seemed somewhat pleased that he was considering the option. 


"Not until you've fulfilled your end of the bargain. But after that, sure. | don’t see why 
not," he conceded. 
Subaru pulled away from him a little. 


"You’re—not very trustworthy," Subaru said, shaking his head. Quietly, he pondered: 
"No, | just need to—to get to a place where | can—" 

He was cut off by his captor. "| have no reason to lie about a deal like this. You don’t 
even know our names. And you don't even like the guy. Sounds like a good bargain to 
me," he crooned. He could have almost seemed kind, at that moment, if not for the 
blood splattered across his shirt. 


Kind enough to put a conflicted look in Subaru's eyes. 


Julius was happy he wasn't looking at him, but, on the other hand, if he had, Julius 
could have encouraged him to take the deal. Julius would happily trade himself for 
Joshua and Subaru. 


"|—I like Julius fine," Subaru retorted, but his face twisted right after, like he'd bitten a 
lemon. 


Maybe he was considering the deal after all. Good, 


Julius frowned. He didn’t like how close the woman was to Joshua. She still held the 
knife in her hand. 


He wanted her far away from his brother, immediately. 
Rock, whispered Aro in his ear. Right beside you. 


Right. Two thugs, two hostages. He didn’t like those odds. If he could get at least one 
of them to leave, maybe. 


Silently, as silently as he could, he crouched, reaching beside him for the rock Aro had 
pointed him to. The thugs had, rather wisely he might add, covered all the windows. 
Having seemingly run out of curtains halfway, though, they had covered the rest with 
whatever furniture they could find. Julius was hiding between a half open window and 
the wooden panel they'd haphazardly leaned against it. 


Quietly, he slid his arm out the crack in the window. He aimed for the gravel outside. 
That would make some noise. 


Crunch! The rock bounced a few times on the gravel, and the man glanced over his 
shoulder in surprise. The woman, too, looked around suspiciously. 


"Is someone out there?" the man asked his accomplice. When she shrugged, Julius 
heard him shush someone. Subaru, most likely, if the unimpressed look his friend was 
giving the man was any indication. 


The woman shifted uncomfortably. "Should | go and....?" 
"Peek outside," the man decided. "Try to send them away nicely first, ‘kay?" 


Kay." 


She poked her head outside. Julius took good care to make himself small under the 
window. 


"Hey?" she called. 


Julius sent out two of his spirits. Not even five seconds later, just before she could 
make up her mind to go back inside, another crunch rang out from the side of the 
building. 


Perfect. 
The trick worked. He heard the woman's footsteps getting further away from the door. 


Julius took the opportunity in stride. As soon as she was gone and the man had turned 
his back to him again, he slid out from behind the panel and ducked behind the support 
pillar instead. 


Joshua was turned to the side. He hadn’t noticed Julius yet, thankfully. If he had, dazed 
as he was, his reaction might have given him away. 


Julius met Subaru's eyes at least three times. Every one of those times, he pleaded 
with his eyes: don't look at me. He's going to see me. 


Subaru looked away, but his arms were shaking. He looked scared every time Julius 
shooed his glances away, like he was afraid he would vanish the moment he was out of 
his sight. 


Thankfully, the man didn't catch on to the meaning of his frantic glances. 


"You seem a bit distracted," he whispered, setting his hand on the back of the chair 
Subaru was tied to. The man was close to his face. Way too close. It was imperative 
that Subaru didn't give his position away with his eyes, now that the thug could see 
them so clearly. 


Subaru seemed to realise it too. He stared the man straight in the eyes. "Your breath is 
awful," he commented. 


The man wasn't too offended. "So there’s nothing you’re thinking about?" he prodded, 
"Not making any plans in that interesting mind of yours?" 


His attention was on Subaru. Perfect. Julius took a few more steps, and he was so 
close. 


One more step, and he would be close enough to hit him. One good punch to the back 
of his head should be enough. 


A split second. The split second it took him to attack was enough for the man to move 
to the side a bit, not enough to avoid being hit, but more than enough to disrupt the 
intended trajectory of the punch towards his shoulder. 


"Fuck!" the man hissed, curling in on his shoulder protectively. The moment his eyes 
met Julius’s, they lit up with pure, flaming rage. He had a knife in his belt. In a second, 
it was in his hand, and aimed at Julius. 


Julius blocked the man’s strikes with relative ease, but he was still unarmed, and the 
man still had a knife. He could dodge just fine, but that was about it: there was no room 
to attack, no room to draw his sword. And the man didn't just have a knife. 


He had a partner, too, Julius remembered, when the woman barged into the room with 
barbaric fury carved into every inch of her. 


She had a knife too. Dammit. 
As he parried her strike, though, the man slipped out of his field of vision. 


He looked back in alarm. The man had lunged at Subaru but, just before reaching him, 
he froze in his tracks and turned to Joshua instead. 


No, Julius’ mind supplied, and for a moment, that was all it did—overwhelmed by that 
single thought. It did not warn him of how close the woman was. He barely, just barely, 
managed to dodge a swipe aimed at his side, but the knife tore through his coat 
anyway. He took the opportunity to grab her by the wrist and attempted to wrestle her 
for the knife. 


It didn’t work. 


"Surrender!" the man's booming voice commanded. He'd dragged Joshua's head up to 
expose his neck, and his knife was way too close to it. Too much of a risk. 


Before Joshua could voice the protests that swam in his glassy eyes, Julius had 
already released the sword from his belt. It clattered at his feet, and the woman kicked 
it away. 


He glared at the woman, to no response. He turned his eyes on Joshua, instead, and 
finally getting to look him in the eyes revealed every part of his condition he hadn’t 
been able to see from his hiding place. He'd seen the water, he'd seen the blood, but 
the way his breath heaved suggested whatever they had done had triggered an 
episode of his illness. His stomach twisted. It was a miracle Joshua hadn’t passed out 
on the floor. 


Julius raised his hands above his head to complete his surrender. He wasn’t going to 
take any chances. 


The man barked a laugh, revelling in his easy victory. 


"You're the knight, aren’t you?" he asked Julius, more as a formality than as a question. 
The way he looked him up and down said he knew the answer. No use lying. 


"lam a knight, yes," he admitted, as if the uniform didn't make it clear enough. 

The man nodded at his partner. "Restrain him." 

She was more than happy to. The woman wrenched Julius’ arms down, crossing them 
behind his back, and turned them up like levers. Any strange movement would cause 
his shoulder to pop. He was, well and truly, restrained. 


Subaru met his eyes: "Seriously?" 


"I'm sorry," he answered, sincerely. Subaru was right to be upset. Missing the first 
strike... could he have made a worse mistake? 


But, for some reason, Subaru seemed appalled at the apology. "No, it’s—ugh," he 
scoffed, giving up halfway. 


"Hey, enough chit-chat," the man scolded, only to turn to Julius with a smile that had 
impatient and unstable carved into every tooth. "Hey, Mr. Knight. You wanna talk to 
your lady?" 


Julius frowned. "What is your business with my lady?" 

The man said it simple, because it was: "Get her to drop out." 

It took Julius a moment to put together that the request was entirely serious. 

"I'm terribly sorry, but | don’t think she will do that," he answered. "Not even for me." 


That was the truth. He could not have given a more sincere answer, but it clearly wasn't 
the one they wanted to hear. 


"You sure about that?" the man insisted, pressing the knife down a little harder. He 
hadn’t drawn blood, yet, but he was close to it. 


Julius pushed every thought of revenge that crossed his mind to the back. It was best 
to try diplomacy, if the truth wasn't enough: "That is not necessary," he said, calmly. 
"Myself, Joshua and Subaru can try to convince our ladies, but ultimately, the decision 
does not fall to us. Please, be reasonable. This is a promise we can’t make." 


He wasn’t going to hang their lives on an empty promise. There was nothing more 
fragile than an empty promise. 


The man hummed. 


"Your buddy here disagreed," he pointed out, tilting his head in Subaru's direction. 
"Didn’t you see? | assume you did." 


He hadn't, actually, but he didn’t have too much trouble believing it. It wouldn’t have 
been the worst thing he'd heard Subaru say that day. 


Honestly, he replied: "Subaru says many things. We agreed to disagree a long time 
ago." 


Subaru’s shoulder sagged in relief. "Thanks, bastard," he grumbled. If nothing else, a 
sign that he was all there. 


If his hands had been free, Julius would have raised them in a placating gesture. 


"These methods aren't necessary." He argued, politely, "Why, exactly, did you feel it 
was necessary to kidnap them?" 


The man shrugged. "We just want to make sure our group wins. Surely you can relate." 
Information. Excellent. 
"Your group would be?" he prompted. 


The woman pinning him piped up. "We believe that an anarchist society would lead to 
the eradication of strife, resulting in greater collaboration amongst all free entities." 


Clearly caught off-guard by the ready answer, the man cleared his throat: "Ahem. Yes. 
That." 


Alright. Julius had a motive to work with. It was a bad motive, but he could reason with 
them. 


"And you didn’t think it would be worth it to try and debate your views civilly?" he 
frowned. 


Unfortunately, diplomacy wasn't working all that well either, it turned out. 
"Nah," said the woman. Her partner nodded in agreement. 


"Yeah. So—the end result is that you’re going to talk to your lady, or we’ll—hm." He 
turned to her. "Which do you think we should do first? Rough em up a bit or skip 
straight to the efficient stuff?" 


She just smiled at him. Evidently, that was an answer. They had known each other for 
some time, Julius supposed. 


The man sighed. 


"Fine. Just a little bit. Can’t mess him up too much," he conceded. So, her answer was 
rough him up, then. It wasn’t the worst. 


And yet, the moment he gave her permission, that was the exact moment that Subaru's 
apparent indifference turned to terror. 


"—hey, wait, don’t forget about me," he protested, pulling at his bonds. 


"Subaru, don't," Julius warned, but his friend wasn't deterred. 


"Excuse me? Don’t tell me what to do," he growled at Julius, only to turn to the man 
with pleading eyes. "You don’t want to mess with him, right? He’s—look, he’s got 
friends and—they’ll be all annoyed at you if you mess with him." 


Julius wasn’t sure he was hearing things right. Was Subaru defending him? Was he 
scared for him? Oh, what did it matter? He was going to get himself in trouble! Hadn’t 
he been hurt enough? 


"Subaru!" Julius cried out, but he couldn’t move. The woman was strong. 
The man met Subaru's scared eyes and shrugged. "We've moved on from you." 


Subaru stammered: "Hey—hey, no, I’m good as new. And remember? Much more fun. 
| can—maces, freezing, stabbing, you name it—" 


He was desperate. Why? 


"| didn’t take you for the type that gets precious over a few punches," the man mocked 
him. He turned to Julius with sadistic amusement in his stance. Joshua, still tight in his 
grip, squirmed in a futile attempt to reach him. 


It's alright, Julius mouthed, and he meant it. 


The man pointed at him: "Hold him still," he told his accomplice. She nodded, 
squeezing his arms tighter. 


Subaru lost whatever composure he had left. He squirmed and thrashed and tugged at 
his restraints until his shoulder began to creak dangerously. It was... painful to watch. 
There was no other way to describe it. 


It made him think that everything he'd said about withstanding torture in his place was 
true. 


The only silver lining to the situation was that the man pulled his knife away from 
Joshua’s throat. Just before pushing him to the ground like a ragdoll, of course. 


Julius didn’t have time to get angry. The man prowled like a panther, reeled his arm 
back, and struck him in the temple hard enough to make him see flashes of silver stars 
out the corner of his eye. His head only bobbed on his neck for a second, however. 


His ears were ringing, but they didn't need to know that. He looked straight ahead at 
the man, just in time to see him charge again. 


A precision strike, aimed at his stomach, hit the mark perfectly and punched the air out 
of his lungs. 


Julius coughed, violently, feeling his legs grow weak under him. If not for the woman's 
vice grip on his arms, he was sure he would have fallen. It was going to leave a bruise, 
surely. He hoped nothing had been broken. That would make things difficult. 


The man grinned victoriously, ready to aim for his unprotected gut again: "Yeah, how 
about—" 


Crash! 


A flash of white light and flame blinded everyone in the building for a split second. No, it 
wasn't light. It was just a coat, and the red wasn't flame, but hair. 


Julius couldn’t help but smile at the kidnappers then, even if the startled woman had 
instinctively shoved him against the nearest wall. They were more pitiable than any of 
them. 


Because, reflecting the light that shone upon him from the hole he'd left in the roof, 
stood Reinhard Van Astrea himself. 


Holding a large stick, he let his eyes sweep over the scene. His smile was very different 
from Julius’s smile: it was wide, polite beyond the limit of acceptable politeness, and 
absolutely terrifying. 


And they all knew who that smile was for. 


*Chapter 4*: boiling blood 


“Julius, Subaru, Joshua—” Reinhard said, the dust billowing around him. “It’s nice to 
see you.” 


This was true. Reinhard was very happy to see these people. He was happy to see 
Joshua, who was lying limply on the ground. He was happy to see Subaru, who had 
slumped back in his chair. He was happy to see Julius, who was smiling at the woman 
holding him with an expectant sort of delight. 

“Reinhard,” Julius said, “you made it.” 

His voice was hoarse. 

Anger flared hot and blazed through Reinhard’s veins. 


He was not happy to see the strange man and woman who had hurt his friends. 


No. That is a lie. Reinhard was rather happy to see them. He would be happy to see 
them sobbing, too, and even more happy to see them begging for mercy they would 
not receive. 


“Indeed,” Reinhard confirmed, after a moment. “I encountered some difficulties tracking 
you down, but now that I’m here, I’m sure | won’t be having any more problems. | 
expect to be getting rid of problems, actually.” 


He smiled nicely at the two thugs. Very nicely. Perfectly, devastatingly polite. 


The man’s eyes widened. He was completely and totally terrified. This was clear. 
Reinhard revelled in it. “Fuck—shit—let’s—” 


The woman pinning Julius down was clearly petrified as well. Good. 


“Let’s what, exactly?” Reinhard asked. “I hope you aren’t planning to resist. That would 
be quite catastrophic for you.” 


This was also a lie. Reinhard was hoping they would resist. It would indeed be quite 
catastrophic for them. 


“We’re—we’re on your side,” the man stammered. 


Reinhard stared at him, disgusted. These miscreants dared to claim allegiance to him? 
Coldly he prompted, “My side?” 


“Yeah,” the man said, “we’re—we’re helping the Felt Camp. Getting rid—getting rid of 
the competition.” 


Reinhard's anger burned like ice. Then this was—? No. He should focus on what needs 
to be done, first. “The only thing | see here that we need to be rid of is you.” 


“Shit! You—’ His eyes darted to Subaru, whose own eyes had closed. “You still keen 
on dying?” 


Momentarily distracted, Reinhard glanced at Subaru. He was still breathing, which was 
a good sign. 


“Fuck em up, Reinhard,” Subaru said. His voice was raw—almost unrecognisably so. 
That ice-cold anger solidified in Reinhard’s gut and raged against his throat. 


The man made a pained noise as if anticipating his retribution. As his desperation grew 
by the second, he turned mad eyes on Julius. 


“We’ll—we'll hurt him—” he threatened, high-pitched, pointing his knife at his friend’s 
neck. 


“You’re not going to hurt anyone anymore,” Reinhard told him. 


Julius made eye contact with Reinhard. One of his arms was almost free from the 
womans hold, Reinhard saw. Reinhard could read Julius’ gaze: scare ‘em a little. 


Reinhard dipped his head minisculely. He would trust in Julius’ plan. He stepped 
forward and smiled at the two knaves. “My name is Reinhard Van Astrea, Sword Saint. 
And yours?” 


The man’s hand shook, and his knife, close to Julius’ neck, shook too. Julius looked 
unfazed. He was still staring steadily at Reinhard. 


Reinhard disliked this danger. He would finish this quickly. He would not scare ‘em just 
a little. “lf you don’t tell me your names,” he said, “they won’t have anything to put on 
your gravestones.” 

The woman’s grip on Julius tightened, and Julius winced. Reinhard’s grip around his 
sword tightened as well. Reinhard would annihilate these wretches. Completely 
vaporisation would be too quick for them. 


The cur with the knife seemed more receptive to the threats. “If... if we let him go 
now... you...?” 


“I'll let you go, too, of course,” Reinhard lied, smiling sweetly. “No need to spill any 
blood.” 


Very quietly, the man whispered to the woman: “I think you'd better let go.” 
The woman jolted. “Are you insane?” 

“He’s going to eradicate us,” the man hissed. 

“Exactly!” the woman spat back. “This is the only leverage we have!” 


“Oh yeah? And what’re we going to do with it, huh?” The man was talking quickly. He 
was desperate. Reinhard smiled wider. “He’s either going to kill us now or later, and 
maybe—just maybe—he won't kill us at all if we do what he says!” 


The woman looked Reinhard in the eyes. She tightened her grip on Julius further. 
Reinhard vowed to make her death a slow and painful one—a full minute for every 
bruise he found on Julius’ arms. 


Reinhard cleared his throat. “I’m very sorry to interrupt, but would you mind hurrying it 
up? My courtesy will only extend so far.” 


The woman’s terror was painted clear on her face. Her hands flexed in Julius’ skin. 
Julius twisted abruptly and stomped on her boot. 


Reinhard seized his chance. He darted forward, fast, and slapped the man. He slapped 
the man lightly—just a little tap, really. 


The man went flying. He crashed against the wall, shaking the building. He slumped 
limply onto the ground. 


Reinhard smiled at him viciously. He turned around just in time to watch a thoroughly 
unimpressed Julius elbow the woman pinning him against the wall. First the stomach, 
then the nose. The woman went down. 


“Everyone alright?” Reinhard asked, turning back to Joshua and Subaru. 


Julius immediately made a beeline toward Joshua. He was moving slowly, Reinhard 
saw. He was injured. 


Reinhard stared at the limp woman, then shook his head. He bit back his wrath and 
headed over to Subaru. For a moment he stared blankly at the ropes keeping Subaru 
tied up. They were complicated, and bloody. 


Reinhard grabbed them in his bare hands and tore them apart. 


Subaru pulled his arms forward, achingly slow. His skin was raw, broken red and 
bloodless yellow-white where the rope had bound him. “Great,” Subaru croaked. “I’m 
fine. Joshua?” 


Julius was helping Joshua to sit up. Joshua’s face was eerily pale and the skin under 
his eyes was bruised and fragile. His clothing was wet. Waterboarding, Reinhard 
assumed. 


Abhorrent. 
Joshua nodded. 


Julius did not look satisfied. He laid his hand against Joshua’s skin, then pulled off his 
own coat and draped it across Joshua’s shoulders. “How long ago were you taken?” 


Subaru didn’t stand up from his chair. His arms hung weakly by his sides. He shifted 
around awkwardly, wincing. “Dunno,” he said. He glanced up at the hole Reinhard had 
made in the ceiling. “We weren’t wandering around the city for very long before they 
got us.” 


“..You were here the whole day, then,” Reinhard realised, appalled. He had been 
hoping that wasn’t the case. A whole day of being tortured... 


“Oh, did you guys get worried?” Subaru asked, almost joking and almost flattered and 
definitely exhausted. “That’s really sweet.” 


Julius frowned. “Of course we were worried! And it looks like we were right to be.” He 
closed his eyes for a moment. “Kua.” 


Kua flared into the room. Her light pulsed, and then she flew straight to Subaru. 


Subaru sighed as the spirit’s healing magic started to take effect. He visibly relaxed 
onto his chair. Reinhard winced. How much pain was he in? 


“Guess | should say thank you,” Subaru said, “—and thanks to you too, Kua. You’re my 
new second-favorite spirit.” He stretched his legs out under the table. “You guys really 
showed up right on time. They were starting to get rough.” 


Julius nodded. Joshua was nestled into his side, staring at nothing. Julius’ arm was 
wrapped protectively around his brother, keeping the coat closed so he would stay 
warm. He bowed his head: “I’m sorry. We should not have let you wander around in an 
unfamiliar town on your own.” 


“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” Subaru crossed his arms, radiating offense. 
Reinhard’s eyes were stuck on the blood crusted on Subaru’s wet shirt and arms and 
chin. “Sure, we got kidnapped—but it could have been worse!” 

Reinhard asked hollowly, “Could it?” 

“Yes,” Subaru said, firm. 


Reinhard shook his head. He’d still failed Subaru and Joshua and Julius. 


“Worse doesn't matter right now,” Julius agreed inadvertently. “It went bad. That is very 
much what | would call a cause for concern.” Sincerely he continued, “I'm sorry. | did 


not... | was not my best self today.” 


Subaru’s mouth twisted in irritation. “Don’t get your feathers in such a ruffle. No one 
died.” 


Reinhard frowned at him, concerned. Subaru’s voice was still hoarse. Kua must not 
have been able to heal him completely. 


Subaru must still be cold, too. Reinhard followed Julius’ lead and laid a hand on 
Subaru’s forehead. Yes, he was very cold. 


“What are you doing?” Subaru demanded, stock-still. 


“You're cold,” Reinhard explained. He glanced at Julius, then shrugged off his own 
coat. Carefully he draped it over Subaru’s shoulders. This close, he could see Subaru 
shivering. 


Subaru stared at him. 

Reinhard fussed with the coat’s hems, making sure Subaru was fully covered. 
“Don’t you need your coat?” Subaru finally asked. 

Reinhard frowned at him. “That is in no way less important than your health.” 
Subaru frowned but pulled the coat tighter. 

It got Reinhard thinking. 


Movement in Reinhard’s peripheral vision distracted him. The woman from before was 
twitching. He stepped over to her. 


She appeared brainless. She was likely relatively brainless to begin with, but whatever 
lower functions had kept her operating so far had clearly failed. Her hands were still 
clenched, holding nothing. 


Reinhard nudged her with his foot. She stared dumbly at his shoes, her eyelids barely 
flickering. “What shall we do with them?” 


Reinhard had suggestions, but of course Subaru, Joshua, and Julius’ opinions on the 
matter took precedence. 


“Don’t look at me,” Subaru rasped. “I don’t care. Get them out of here or something.” 


“Let's restrain them, for now,” Julius suggested coldly. “I don’t want them to get any 
more of their ideas.” 


Reinhard nodded, then went and grabbed the rope that had been used to tie up 
Joshua. He’d destroyed the rope used to tie Subaru. 


Efficiently and none-too-gently he tied up the woman. The man he simply nudged. He 
was out cold and likely had several fractures, and so Reinhard didn’t bother with him. 


Subaru was kicking at something on the ground when Reinhard made his way back to 
him. When Reinhard looked down, he saw severed toes. Reinhard looked back up, 
abruptly ill. 


“How’d you guys find us anyways?” Subaru asked, staring down at the ground. He was 
still idly kicking at his own severed body parts. 


Reinhard found himself unable to speak. One of the toes rolled near him. 


“We split up,” Julius answered. “Unfortunately, it seems | got here first. It might have 
spared us some trouble if | hadn't.” 


“Are you kidding?” Subaru looked up. “Your timing was great. | was seriously freaking 
out there. Don’t be so negative, jeeze.” 


“Yes, about that...” Julius trailed off. His expression darkened. “Can you explain to me 
what | saw when | got in?” 


“Oh, the blood? Yeah, the, uh, the one person—he had healing magic or something, so 
don’t worry, I’m fine now.” Subaru spoke quickly. 

Joshua shifted, ever so slightly. His eyes were still far away. His voice was 
monotonous. “You bit your tongue off.” 


—What? 
Why did the kidnappers make Subaru bite his own tongue off? 


No. It didn’t matter. Reinhard would tear out the foul torturers’ own tongues as 
retribution. 


Subaru shrugged twitchily. “Yeah, you know, that’s, uh, that’s a thing where | come 
from. Yeah. It’s—You know.” He flattened himself against the back of his chair, small. 
“And it wasn’t because | wanted to, seriously, | very much did not want to bite my 
tongue off. Not a good time—would not recommend. But I’m healed now so it’s fine. 
Good as new.” 


Reinhard’s anger did not abate, but—he frowned. He was—something about Subaru’s 
words—Reinhard was missing something. 


“You were trying to convince them to kill you,” Julius said, frowning in concern. “Subaru 


The unused stick in Reinhard’s hand shattered. 
“Fuck, you saw that,” Subaru realised. “It’s—It’s fine. I—| don’t—” 
“That is not fine,” Reinhard said, distant. The splinters of his stick dug into his palm 


Julius’ voice rose slightly above what would commonly be considered polite. “What if 
they'd taken you seriously?” 


“Didn’t you just say worse doesn’t matter right now?” Subaru retorted, louder. “It—it 
would’ve worked out, okay?” 


Joshua squirmed uncomfortably at the raised voices. Julius immediately quieted and 
rubbed Joshua’s back. 


Subaru too fell silent with a hissed breath out through his teeth. His bloody teeth. 
Reinhard looked away, toward the ground. Toward the bloody toes. 


He looked at the wall instead. 


“I'm sorry for that,” Julius said, much quieter and calmer. “I just... | couldn't believe my 
ears. | don’t want you to even think like that. It's... You have more value than that.” 


Reinhard nodded, still distant. He found himself wanting to hunt down whomever had 
made Subaru feel like—feel like that. The urge was a useless one. “Yes, Subaru, 


” 


you... 


“It’s not like that,” Subaru said harshly. He stopped and took a deep breath. Tension 
drained from him with his exhale. Softer, he amended: “Trust me. | have no desire to 
die.” 


“You were offering yourself up for anything to save me from a punch,” Julius said. 
Reinhard could see him clenching his teeth. Reinhard was suddenly certain that this 
would have been a very different conversation, had Joshua not been there. 


“Forgive me,” Julius continued, “but that seems disproportionate. | just...” He took his 
own deep breath. “I just want to know if something is wrong.” 


“Its—lI had a plan, okay? I’m not—l’m not—I don’t—” Subaru bit his lip. Begrudgingly 
he said, “Thanks for your concern.” 


It was a dismissal. 


Julius still stared at Subaru, unconvinced. His desire to ask visibly warred with his 
desire not to tear open a fresh wound—visibly to Reinhard, at least. “It's not a problem, 
Julius said finally. “Even if it were disgraceful to be worried, | don’t think | could help it.” 
His arms tightened around Joshua. 


” 


Reinhard nodded. He—didn’t know what to say. “Yes, you can—” he started. He 
stopped and tried again. “I am very willing to assist however you need. Please rely on 
us, Subaru.” 

Subaru shifted on his chair. “How’s—How’s Joshua doing?” 


“He's... exhausted, it seems.” Julius looked down at Joshua. “But it's better now. Yes?” 


Joshua nodded. Kua had healed up the cuts on his skin while Reinhard had been 
focusing on Subaru, yet still he leaned tiredly on Julius. 


“That’s...okay. And you, Julius?” Subaru hastily added: “Not that | really care or 
anything, bastard.” 


“| would say | had it the easiest here,” Julius dismissed. His gaze sharpened on 
Subaru. “Can you breathe alright?” 


“What?” Subaru frowned. “Yeah, | can breathe fine. Kua healed me.” He made a 
disgruntled face. “Still got some water in my lungs, | guess...” 
Julius nodded. “Everything else?” 


“There’s some water in my hair, too,” Subaru said. Reinhard suspected that he was 
purposefully misunderstanding the question. 


“\..Waterboarding?” Reinhard guessed, low. 
“Yeah. How original, right?” Subaru huffed. “They did it to Joshua too.” 


Julius’ anger was visible on his face. Reinhard had only once or twice seen it as clearly 
as it was displayed now. 


Julius was not snapping, though. Reinhard admired Julius’ self-restraint. Reinhard 
crushed the splinters in his hands into dust. 


“Should you be trying to, like, get the water out of his lungs?” Subaru asked. “He 
looked like he was having an asthma attack? An infection would definitely be a bad 
thing.” 


“Kua looked him over,” Julius said. “He should be alright. In case something happens, | 
know what to do.” 


Subaru flashed Julius a gesture he seemed fond of—his fist balled and one thumb 
raised. “O-K. Good.” He looked around and spotted his shoes. “Oh, there they are.” 


Julius made eye contact with Reinhard. You see what Subaru is doing too, right? his 
gaze asked. 


Reinhard nodded helplessly. 


Julius sighed ever so slightly. He changed the subject. “Do you think they had 
accomplices somewhere?” 


“| don’t know,” Subaru said, frowning. “They weren’t very professional—but they did say 
they were part of a faction, right?” 


Ah. 
Reinhard had forgotten about that. 


“_.Yes,” he said, “they said they were supporting Felt.” His voice was incredibly 
controlled. 


“And Petelgeuse said he was supporting Emilia-tan, but we all know that was bullshit,” 
Subaru huffed. 


“Correct,” Julius said. “Even if that weren’t the case, this would in no way be your fault. 
You couldn't have known that—” 


“No,” Reinhard interrupted. “This is my camp. | take responsibility for its actions.” His 
voice was too cold. He should apologise for that as well. 


Reinhard’s gaze dropped to the floor. This time he didn’t look away from the blood. He 
knelt down to one knee. “You have my sincerest apologies.” He hesitated for a moment 
—how best to word this? “I—If you desire any retribution, any at all—” 


“No. Absolutely not,” Julius said firmly. Reinhard could hear the implied don’t talk like 
that. 


Reinhard stared harder at the floor. He was making Julius feel worse. The guilt gnawed 
at his chest. 


“For once | agree with him.” Subaru reached over awkwardly and tugged on Reinhard’s 
sleeve. Reinhard’s coat started to slip off of his shoulders. “C’mon, stand up, you'll get 
dirt all over your nice uniform. You’ve already messed up your coat.” 


Reinhard stood up slowly. “We can—I can—” 


“Take these extremists away?” Subaru finished for him. “Sure, sounds good. Thanks, 
Reinhard.” 


Reinhard stifled his frustration. They would not let him repent? Fine. “This sort of thing 
will not happen again. You have my assurances.” 


“Thank you,” Julius said, hurriedly. “But right now, there is no need to rush anything. 
You look tired.” 


“I look tired?” Reinhard echoed, aggrieved. He took another look around. Ah. It didn’t 
matter whether Reinhard was tired. Everyone else was clearly exhausted. “Yes...Yes, of 
course, you’re right. Rest is imperative.” 


“| could sleep for a week,” Subaru said thoughtfully. 


“I'm not sure either of you should be sleeping just yet,” Julius said. “Were you hit on the 
head at any point?” 


“Yeah, a little bit, maybe.” Subaru squinted at Julius. “Healing magic doesn’t fix that? 
Hey, why haven’t you healed yourself?” 


“We've had cases of concussions after people were healed. It depends on how much 
time passed between the injury and the healing,” Julius explained. 


“Oh, huh, so healing magic can only fix immediate stuff for brain things?” Subaru 
leaned forward, interested. Then his brow furrowed and he pointed at Julius. “Wait, no, 
don’t deflect!” 


“I'm not,” Julius lied. “I hardly think it's necessary to disturb Kua over a bruise.” 


A bruise? Julius had at least three, without counting the ones he definitely had on his 
arms. Reinhard made a mental note to find an excuse to look under his sleeves later. 


“Those are some pretty nasty-looking bruises.” Subaru took on a cajoling tone. 
Reinhard approved. “Do you want Anastasia and Joshua to see you walking around 
like that?” 


Julius was unaffected. “I'm sorry, Subaru, but I'll let Kua rest for a little, for now. They 
aren't visible anyway, and she's not a miracle worker.” 


Kua flickered. Reinhard was no spirit user, but even he could tell that Kua was both 
agreeing and disagreeing with Julius. 


A thought struck Reinhard. “Is my presence disrupting your work, Kua?” 
“’..She says no,” Julius translated. 


Subaru squinted at Kua as her light faded and flared. He frowned. Distractedly he said 
to Julius, “You should still be healed, or checked out. Or something.” 


Julius smiled politely. “Il didn’t know you were so worried about me, Subaru.” 


Clever, Julius. Clever. For perhaps the first time, Reinhard found himself wishing Julius 
was less sly. It was a rude notion, and yet Reinhard could not rid himself of it. Agitation 
prickled along his spine. Why wouldn’t anyone let Reinhard— 


Subaru sputtered. “Wha—! I’m not! I—I don’t care! | don’t want Kua to be sad, that’s all! 
Or Reinhard! He'll get sad too!” 


Reinhard nodded, seizing his chance. He did his best to look sad. It was not difficult. “I 
am very concerned, Julius.” 


Julius’ smile was passive-aggressive. “Why? I'm alright. You don’t need to worry, my 
friend, your timing was perfect.” 


“Alright like Subaru is alright,” Reinhard muttered under his breath. He shook his head. 
He should not be this irritated. He was not amongst those who had been reprehensibly 
tortured. “Did you not just admit to being bruised?” he asked, nicer. 


“Yeah, Julius,” Subaru said triumphantly. 


“Yes, and children get scrapes on their knees playing outside. I'd hardly call that 
traumatic,” Julius countered, a hint of annoyance slipping into his voice. 


“We'll get you a band-aid for your boo-boos, then.” Subaru’s tone was condescending. 
He added, “I’m not an absentee parent. Beako can attest to that!” 


“I'm sure she's worried about you,” Julius said. “Last | saw her, she was getting very 
nervous.” 


“She helped you guys track us down, didn’t she? With her built-in Subaru-GPS?” 
Subaru frowned. “Wait, wouldn’t that make me the kid in our relationship. ..?” 


Reinhard decided not to address that last bit. “Yes. Julius went to find you both first, 
and she pointed him in the right direction. After he didn’t come back, | was sent to 
retrieve you.” 


“\..She’s probably frantic. | promised not to leave her alone...” Subaru trailed off. He 
shook his head and slapped his cheeks, then rubbed some of the blood off of his chin. 
“Well! It’s all fine now! And once we get back to the others, Felis can heal Julius up 
too!” 


Julius was visibly annoyed. It was a rare sight. “Like | said, I'll take care of it in a few 
hours,” Julius said sharply. More to himself he continued, “I'm never going to hear the 


end of it if | take this to him.” 
That was true. 
“Sounds like a good reason to find him quickly!” Subaru chirped cheerfully. 


Reinhard helpfully chose to contribute. “He should be with the others, unless they’ve 
decided to send out another search party.” 


Julius sighed. “Do you think we should go before they send the entire army to look for 
us?” 


Subaru nodded, staring down toward the wet and bloody ground. “We've spent enough 
time here.” 


“| suppose I'll carry the two criminals,” Reinhard said. 

He glanced toward the two criminals in question. 

—The one criminal. 

The man was gone. 

“Shit, | forgot,” Subaru started, strained, “the other one—he had healing magic—” 
Reinhard whirled around, looking for— 

The man lunged out of the shadows, knife out, straight for Subaru. 

Reinhard punched the man in the face. 


He went flying through the air. He slammed into the wall with an awful cracking sound. 
He didn’t get back up. 


“Oh,” Subaru said. 
Reinhard smiled. “Looks like I'll only have to carry one.” 
Julius sighed heavily—a sigh of relief. He turned to Subaru. “Can you walk?” 


“I'll carry you if you cannot,” Reinhard volunteered immediately. He would simply come 
back for the other thug later. 


Subaru lurched to his feet. “Wha—Yes, | can walk! Let me preserve my dignity! God, | 
can’t wait to sleep...” 


He took one step. The rest of Reinhard’s jacket slithered off his shoulders and he 
tripped on the hem. 


Reinhard’s jacket was going to make Subaru fall over, Reinhard realised in a split 
second. Once again, Reinhard was going to be the fault of Subaru’s injuries. 


Reinhard had sworn this would not happen again. 

He scooped Subaru up easily. 

“Hey!” Subaru squawked, twisting and flailing. 

Reinhard frowned at him. “Please stay still. | do not want to accidentally drop you.” 
Subaru hid his face in his hands. “Put me down,” he requested, muffled. 

Reinhard frowned harder. “You're still injured.” 


“I'm alright,” Subaru grumbled. “Just tired.” 


Subaru’s ears were bright red. Reinhard winced. He hadn't intended to cause Subaru 
any further distress. 


“Sorry,” he said, placing Subaru back down on his feet. 
Subaru blinked. He cleared his throat, crossing his arms. “You’re such a worrywart.” 


“It’s justified,” Reinhard argued before he could stop himself. He picked his coat off the 
ground and held it up. It was too dirty to be of any use, he decided. He offered his arm 
out to Subaru. “Please hold on.” 


Subaru made a face and stepped away. He wobbled again. “Fine,” he said after a 
moment, taking Reinhard’s arm. 


Reinhard nodded, satisfied. He looked to Julius, who was watching them exhaustedly. 
“| shall return to apprehend the thug later,” Reinhard said. 


Julius lifted Joshua up in his arms. “A good plan. Let's leave.” He looked at the man, 
cast a quick glance at all the blood and water, and then added, “Please.” 


On that, they all agreed. 


